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THE ORIGIN AND DEVELOPMENT OF 
CO-OPERATIVE SUGAR MILLS IN 
QUEENSLAND 
[By H. N. LUND, Retired Chairman of Directors, 
Tully Co-operative Sugar Milling Association Limited, 
Tully, North Queensland.] 
(Paper read at the monthly meeting of the Historical 
Society of Queensland, Brisbane, on May 26, 1955.) 
Early World History of Sugar Cane 
Botanists and other scientists working on sugar 
cane are agreed that the probable centre of origin of 
the species of Saccharum which have given rise to the 
commercial canes of the world, is in the south-east 
corner of the Asian continent and in the string of is-
lands extending through the East Indies and out into 
the Pacific Ocean. It is remarkable therefore that 
Australia, which is only about 100 miles from New 
Guinea across Torres Strait, has not a single indigen-
ous cane of any sort. We have none of the wild canes 
found growing in dense thickets in New Guinea, and 
the aboriginals of Australia have never cultivated any 
of the canes found in the gardens of the New Guinea 
natives. So the lack of ready-made varieties has meant 
that all canes for the establishment of the sugar in-
dustry had to be brought from overseas. Australia is, 
of course, not unique in this respect, for sugar cane 
does not occur naturally in either North or South 
America and only a useless type occurs naturally in 
Africa. 
Long ago, when the armies of Alexander the Great 
invaded India, his soldiers came home to Greece with 
weird tales of a strange reed which gave out a juice 
like honey "without any help from the bees". Seven 
hundred years or more after Alexander's soldiers re-
turned from India, the people of Bengal discovered how 
to turn the juice of the cane into sugar. From India 
the Arabs introduced sugar to the countries lying 
around the Mediterranean Sea. In the middle ages, 
Venice was the centre of the sugar trade.. As early as 
1319, we read of a Venetian merchant shipping 100,000 
pound of sugar to London in exchange for wool. 
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To-day, nearly two-thirds of the world's supply of 
sugar is made from sugar cane, which grows in tropical 
and sub-tropical countries like Africa, America, Aus-
tralia, Cuba, Fiji, Hawaii, India, Java, Mauritius, Philip-
pines and the West Indies. 
There are two main sources for the commercial 
manufacture of sugar. From Sugar Cane, and from 
Sugar Beet; Sugar Cane is grown in tropical and sub-
tropical regions of the world; Sugar Beet is grown in 
temperate regions. 
Early Queensland History of Sugar Cane 
It is worthy of mention that the first Governor 
General, Earl of Hopetoun, appointed on the inaugura-
tion of the Commonwealth of Australia, in 1901, was a 
nephew of Captain the Honourable Louis Hope, who 
was the first person to manufacture sugar on a com-
mercial scale in Queensland in the year 1865. This 
was at Ormiston on the shores of Moreton Bay, twenty 
miles from Brisbane. It is said the first twenty acres 
of cane were grown there in 1863 and a sugar mill im-
ported from Glasgow, was built at Ormiston in 1865. 
"Ormiston" House, built by Honourable Louis Hope, 
remains in a state of excellent preservation. 
It is also worth recalling that in 1867, the schooner 
"Walrus" of sixty-four tons, was equipped with sugar 
milling machinery, travelled on the Brisbane River and 
tied up against the bank when required to crush cane 
supplied by various farmers. I have in my possession 
a photo of this schooner receiving sugar cane in the 
Brisbane River. 
Also, two years' later, in 1869, a sugar mill was 
erected on St. Helena Island and crushed cane grown 
by convicts. 
Now we have in Australia a 1,300 mile belt of sugar 
cane country, extending from Mossman in North 
Queensland to Grafton in New South Wales, more or 
less hugging the coastline all the way. (^^ 
The Co-operative Sugar Mill 
The origin and development of co-operative sugar 
mills in Queensland can be said to arise from causes 
1. See also "Th^ Origin of the Sugar Industry in the Cairns District," Historical 
Society of Queensland Journal, Vol. I l l , pp. 260-264. 
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very similar to those prompting the spread of the co-
operative movement in other primary industries, such 
as the dairying and fruit industries. ReaHzing that 
in order to survive he must co-operate with his fellows, 
the primary producer set out to win and control the 
factory which processed his crop, and himself to place 
the manufactured product on the market. 
In the Queensland sugar industry, this co-opera-
tive movement did not, and does not, extend to all 
sugar mills and it would be true to say that "The Regu-
lation of Sugar Cane Prices Act of 1915" passed by the 
Queensland Government of that time, under which Act 
a tribunal was set up to determine a just allocation of 
available sugar monies as between cane grower and 
sugar miller, was an important factor in preserving the 
existing seventeen proprietary sugar mills. 
There are fourteen co-operative and seventeen pro-
prietary sugar mills in this State and the mills with 
which we are particularly concerned in this paper, the 
co-operative mills, are as follows: 
Mossman Mill, at Mossman; 
Mulgrave Mill, Gordonvale; 
Babinda Mill, Babinda; 
South Johnstone Mill, Innisfail; 
Tully Mill, Tully; 
Proserpine Mill, Proserpine; 
Farleigh Mill, Mackay; 
North Eton Mill, Mackay; 
Cattle Creek Mill, Mackay; 
Marian Mill, Mackay; 
Racecourse Mill, Mackay; 
Plane Creek Mill, Mackay; 
Gin Gin Mill, Bundaberg; 
Isis Mill, Childers. 
Early Juice Mills 
Around the late 1880's, there were no Central 
Mills, as we understand that term to-day, but there 
were small mills which bought cane from settlers in 
addition to crushing their own crops. 
In Bundaberg and Maryborough many of the mills 
were simply crushing plants and the owners sold the 
resulting juices to a central factory to which the juices 
were pumped through pipe lines after being heavily 
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limed. Some of the small crushing plants found that 
it paid to sell their juices in this manner but larger 
manufacturers found they could make sugar more 
profitably themselves. By 1878 there were sixty-eight 
mills in operation in Queensland. 
The idea of Central Mills was, however, kept well 
in the foreground and many articles were published 
advocating the system and emphasizing the advantages 
the small growers would enjoy if the work of cultivat-
ing the cane was left in their hands whilst Central 
Mills purchased the cane and did the manufacturing. 
Mr. Angus Mackay, who was sent as Queensland 
Commissioner to the Philadelphia Exhibition, was in-
structed by the Government to visit the West Indies 
and investigate this system. On his return his report, 
which was published, spoke highly of the advantages 
that Central Mills offered. The agitation, for the 
adoption of the system in Queensland, backed by the 
"Mackay" report, continued, and it eventually resulted 
in the establishment of several Central Mills in this 
State. Under the system, farmers could not only 
carry on the cultivation of sugar cane but could also 
become shareholders in the mills, although the ideas 
at first were not strictly on co-operative lines. 
The Central Mills 
As the years progressed, the agitation for the Cen-
tral Mill system continued and the first practical steps 
that ultimately led to the construction of Central Mills 
were taken in Mackay. In November 1885 a petition 
was presented to Parliament which subsequently led to 
the official adoption of the system. The petition set 
forth the difficulties under which cane farmers 
laboured in being confined to mills that were the prop-
erty of plantation owners, and the petition made a 
powerful plea for assistance by stating that sugar cane 
growing in Queensland could be made a white man's 
industry. Mr. Thomas Pearce, then of Mackay, gener-
ally gets the credit for starting the movement which 
led to the erection of the Racecourse and North Eton 
Central Mills. The State Government of that time, led 
by Sir Samuel Griffith, viewed the use of imported 
black labour with little favour, and decided to make 
available a sum of £50,000 to groups of farmers at 
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North Eton and Racecourse in the Mackay district to 
erect mills on conditions not greatly differing from 
those embodied in the subsequent "Sugar Works Guar-
antee Act of 1893". These mills were expected to 
crush canv3 grown only by white labour but it was 
soon found that this could not be immediately effected, 
at that time. 
The farmers agreed to take shares; the two mills 
were established, with the object of paying to the cane 
grower a higher price for cane than he had been re-
ceiving from the private miller-planter; there was an-
other objective, too, that of replacing the coloured 
labour with white labour and this was not at first very 
well received by the plantation owners, who were ex-
ceedingly critical. The Colonial Sugar Refining Com-
pany, which had sugar growing land and a sugar mill 
at Homebush, near Mackay, then cut up its estate into 
moderate sized farms and the land was quickly taken 
up. The small-farmer system thus began to come 
rapidly to the forefront and a little later the "Sugar 
Works Guarantee Act of 1893" gave further encour-
agement. It was soon recognized that this system had 
many advantages and many other large plantation 
owners began to cut up their holdings and sell small 
farms to cane growers. (Note: Planters referred to 
here are those who grew cane on the plantation prin-
ciple and also owned the mills). 
The North Eton and Racecourse Central Mills 
were ready to crush cane in 1888. North Eton put 
through about 1,400 tons of cane in that year and 
about one hundred tons of sugar was made. North 
Eton therefore enjoys the distinction of being the first 
Central Sugar Mill to manufacture sugar in Australia 
and it was claimed that its foundation was the com-
mencement of the White Australia movement in sugar. 
Racecourse Mill in Mackay was the first mill 
owned and controlled by farmers to pay off its liability 
to the State Government. In 1887, when the estab-
lishment of farmers' mills was being actively advoca-
ted, there were thirty-one mills in the Mackay district 
alone, and dissatisfaction amongst growers was rife 
because of the treatment they received in respect of 
prices for their cane. This dissatisfaction was, of 
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course, the driving force behind the co-operative mill 
principle. 
Sugar Works Guarantee Act 
The "Sugar Works Guarantee Act of 1893" was a 
very important milestone in the Queensland sugar in-
dustry. Under this Act the following Central Mills 
were ultimately erected: 
Marian, Pleystowe, Plane Creek, Proserpine, 
Mulgrave, Mossman, Gin Gin, Isis, Mt. Bauple, More-
ton and Nerang. 
, With the exception of Mt. Bauple and Nerang all 
these mills are still in operation. 
No restriction was imposed by the Act upon the 
kind of labour to be employed. It was asserted that 
this Act was the salvation of the Mackay district and 
resulted in considerable revenue being derived by the 
State. It also enabled the settlement of a large number 
of small cane growers in various parts of the State. 
Growers offered their land on mortgage as secur-
ity for advances made for building mills and tramways. 
The State Government held the deeds of the lands but 
the growers had the sole management of the mills. The 
Act made no provision for Government control of a 
mill except in the case of a mill making default. Under 
the Act about £500,000 was advanced by the Govern-
ment for the construction of Central Mills. The orig-
inal loans made by the Treasurer of Queensland were 
for a period of 15 years and valuations were made by a 
Government officer, as provided in the Act. If a mill 
defaulted the Treasurer could fix the price of cane for 
that mill area and the Treasurer could then enter into 
possession of that particular sugar works and all the 
lands mortgaged. 
Others of the co-operative mills were built later 
on different terms of financial assistance and a general 
survey of the existing fourteen co-operatives is as fol-
lows: 
Finance.—In all cases, the co-operative mills were 
financed by the Queensland Government under two 
broad principles; in the case of the earlier mills the 
cane grower-shareholder had to pledge the deeds of his 
property as security, as explained previously, and the 
cane grower-shareholder was immediately placed in 
control of the mill. In the case of mills built later, such 
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as Babinda, South Johnstone and Tully, the cane 
grower did not have to pledge his property but the 
Government conducted the factory until some indebt-
edness was paid off. Control and management was 
then transferred to the canegrower and eventually the 
assets were transferred on discharge of the full in-
debtedness. 
Control and Voting.—In the majority of cases, the 
voting is one cane grower one vote. A Board of Direc-
tors is elected on that voting basis. In some of the 
earher estabhshed mills, the voting is by shareholding 
with such shareholding determined to the degree and 
extent that original cane growers pledged their farms 
as security for finance. 
Profits.—All profits are distributed on the co-op-
erative principle; that is, on the basis of the value of 
sugar cane supplied to the mill. 
Assets.—In the majority of cases, the ownership 
of shares and/or assets automatically pass to the pur-
chaser of the cane farm in the event of a sale of a 
grower's property. 
(In the last harvesting season in Queensland the 
fourteen co-operative sugar mills referred to above 
crushed a combined total of 4,516,000 tons of cane sup-
plied to the mills by 3,680 cane growers, for an aggre-
gate of 582,000 tons of sugar). 
